The chroniclers of the Fourth Crusade (Geoffroi de Villehardouin, Henri de Valenciennes, and Robert de Clari) have much to say about the Vlachs. Much of that information results from direct contact with the Vlachs, particularly in the case of Villehardouin and Henri de Valenciennes. However, several issues characterizing the Vlachs, especially in Robert de Clari's chronicle, are remarkably similar to stories that may be found in Niketas Choniates. The paper analyzes the role attributed to the Vlachs in the French chronicles, and attempts to explain the similarity to the coverage of things Vlach in Niketas Choniates. As such, the paper offers an examination of all Byzantine sources mentioning the Vlachs before Choniates and of non-Byzantine sources such as Benjamin of Tudela. The conclusion is that the image of the Vlachs in the French chronicles derives from stories about them circulating in twelfth-century Constantinople.
Introduction
There is hardly any ethnic group in the medieval history of the Balkans that has created more confusion among historians than the Vlachs. With Romanian and Bulgarian historians arguing over the "real" identity of the medieval Vlachs, In short, Villehardouin's Vlachs are always at war, which they always wage successfully against the crusaders. Villehardouin has nothing else to say about them and there is no close-up or description of physical appearance, weapons, or character.10 This is suprising, given that Villehardouin most certainly had the opportunity to see the Vlachs in the battle at Adrianople.11
The only character standing out of the Vlach crowd is Johannitsa, the "rois de Blasquie et de Bougerie" (sometimes only "rois de Blasquie").12 He is also often depicted in a military context, but Johannitsa has his own gonfanon that he puts on display on the walls of Adrianople.13 He also has discretionary powers over the Cumans, and sappers at his disposal.14 His despotic behavior is apparent in the execution of his captives, some of whom he has lured to his side by means of gifts.15 That, according to Villehardouin, is "mortel traïson."16 But not everything about him is bad. Villehardouin describes Johannitsa as a rich and clever king.17 He even calls Vlachia "la terre Johannis."18
The name of the country, "Blaquie," also appears in Henri de Valenciennes's History of Emperor Henry of Constantinople, which was written a few years after Villehardouin's chronicle, if not at the same time.19 Like Villehardouin, Henri de Valenciennes regards the "Blaquie" as the country of its ruler Burile (Boril), but calls it Great Vlachia ("Blakie la Grant") in anticipation of its conquest by Emperor Henry I.20 Much like in Villehardouin, the Vlachs appear eighteen times in the History always in military action. They invade Emperor Henry's lands, and attack the crusaders at Philippopolis, shooting at them their arrows "huant et glatissant et faisant une noise si grant k'avis estoit que toute la plaigne en tremblast."21 They sound the trumpets before entering the battle, and have green swords with long blades made in Bohemia.22 Nonetheless, they can be easily defeated and scattered, like larks when the sparrow hawks are approaching.23 There is even a comparison between the crusaders and the Vlachs: while, under the leadership of Emperor Henry I, the former are like well-trained falcons, the Vlachs are like birds of prey that could never be tamed and thus cannot be used for hunting. 24 Unlike Villehardouin, Henri de Valenciennes has two Vlach characters in focus. On the one hand, Burile is the mirror image of Villehardouin's Johannitsa: a usurper who has made himself king against God and reason.25 On the other hand, Esclas (Slav) is a "hault home" worthy of Emperor Henry's military assistance.26 He marries the daughter of the emperor, who then promises to make him "segnour" of his own country.27 When requesting the hand of the princess, Slav boasts of being a man sufficiently rich in land, silver, and gold, whom people in his own country see as a genteel man.28 But before sending his daughter off to Slav, Henry gives her a pep talk, to warn her that her future husband was "somewhat savage" ("auques sauvages").29 He stresses the fact that she would not be able to understand his language, nor he hers, despite the fact that previous scenes have depicted Emperor Henry in direct dialogue with Slav, apparently without any translator.
Nor is any translator mentioned in the episode about "monseigneur Pierron de Braiechoel et de sa boine chevalerie," the Vlachs and the Cumans decided to send envoys and ask for a meeting. Peter obliged and as he was approaching the Vlachs, Johannitsa came out to meet him together with his "haus hommes de Blakie." They all greeted Peter and welcomed him, even though they had a hard time looking at him, for he was very tall. After some conversation, they asked Peter why he had come to their country to conquer lands. In reply, Peter asked whether they knew about how the great Troy was destroyed, and by what means. "'Ba ouil!' fisent li Blak et li Commain," who, while acknowledging that they knew about it, noted that that was ancient history. Troy, Peter then claimed, belonged to "our ancestors," for some of those who had escaped from Troy had settled in the lands from which the crusaders had now come. In other words, they had come to take what was rightly theirs.31 Robert de Clari did not see the Vlachs in battle, for he had already returned to France by the time of Johannitsa's victory over Emperor Baldwin I at Adrianople. Like Villehardouin, Robert de Clari describes Johannitsa as a rich man with great power and consistently calls him "the Vlach" ("Jehans li Blakis").32 He also knows that Johannitsa was once a "sergeant of the emperor, having charge of one of the emperor's horse farms."33 Every time the emperor would demand it, Johannitsa would send to him sixty or one hundred horses. He would also come to court once a year. One day, however, as he presented himself to the emperor in Constantinople, an imperial official struck him in the face.34 Upset over the offense, Johannitsa left the court in anger and returned to his country. In Vlachia he began to gather around him the "haus homes de Blakie" and soon the inhabitants of Vlachia recognized him as their lord.35 Johannitsa also went to the Cumans, managed to become their friend 31 and to obtain their military assistance, and thus became their lord as well.36 He now wanted international recognition and sent envoys to the crusaders asking to be recognized as king in his own hands, in exchange for his alliance against Constantinople. He promised military assistance in the form of 100 000 armed men.37 After taking counsel, the barons of the crusading army decided to reject Johannitsa's request.38 However, he dispatched envoys to Rome and the pope sent a cardinal to crown him.39 Johannitsa's country thus became "li roiaumes de Blakie."40
At his death, power in Vlachia was assumed by Boril (Burons, Burus), the "rois de Blakie." In a belated attempt to recognize the power of the Vlach ruler, Emperor Henry decided to ask for Boril's daughter in marriage, even if he had previously rejected the idea of taking a wife of such low origin. He had meanwhile been advised by his barons to take her, for the Vlachs were now the greatest power in the region, if not in the world.41
Vlachs in Non-French Sources Before and shortly After the Forth Crusade
Where did the chroniclers of the Fourth Crusade find their information about the Vlachs? Their coverage of things Vlach is remarkably similar to that of the late twelfth-century chronicle attributed to Ansbertus, who deals with the participation of Frederick Barbarossa and his army in the Third Crusade. After crossing the Danube and leaving Braničevo on 11 July 1189, the imperial army moved across "that most lengthy forest of Bulgaria," where "the Greeklings, Bulgarians, Serbs, and the semi-barbarous Vlachs ("Flachos semibarbaros") lay in ambush, springing forth from their secret lairs to wound those who were last into camp and the servant who went out to collect edible plants or fodder for the horses with poisoned arrows."42 By the time the crusading army 36 In that letter, Vukan claimed that he was not only of royal descent, but also a relative of the pope. The parallel between the two cases is too strong to be accidental.
learn from "our books."52 In other words, he regarded himself a descendant of Bulgarian emperors and not Roman settlers.
Where then did Pope Innocent III find the information about the Roman origins of Johannitsa? The formula commonly applied in papal letters to indicate the source of information ("pervenit ad audientiam nostra," or some variation of the same53) is replaced in the 1199 letter with a clear reference to hearsay. The news about Johannitsa's Roman origins most likely did not come from his country, but from trustworthy sources elsewhere. I shall return later to the Byzantine origin of the idea that the Vlachs are of Roman origin, but for the moment I will suggest that the pope's informants were from Constantinople, quite possibly from among the Latins who lived in that city long before its conquest in 1204.54 As a matter of fact, Innocent wrote to the Latins in Constantinople, as a group, and his letter suggests that he was well informed about secular and ecclesiastical affairs in the Byzantine capital.55 But what was known in Constantinople about the Vlachs? The earliest mention of the Vlachs in a Greek narrative source is the prescriptive handbook conventionally known as the Strategikon of Kekaumenos, which was most likely written during the reign of Michael VII Dukas (1071-1078), but after the death of Patriarch John Xiphilinos in August 1075.56 According to Kekaumenos, in ancient times the Vlachs were called Dacians and Bessi, and he describes their migration from the northern parts of the Balkan Peninsula into central Greece.57 He has otherwise only bad things to say about the "race" of the Vlachs. They are:
entirely untrustworthy, and corrupt, and keep true faith neither with God, nor with the Emperor, nor with a relative or a friend, but endeavor to do down everyone, tell many lies and steal a great deal, swearing every day the most solemn oaths to [their] friends, and violating them easily, performing adoptions of brothers and baptismal alliances, and scheming by these means to deceive simpler people.
They are "very cowardly, with the hearts of hares, but with bravado-and even this comes from cowardice."58 Much ink has been spilled on this passage and on the significance of its testimony for the history of both Romanians and the Balkan Vlachs.59 However, the description of the Vlachs is modeled on a psogos or "invective," the seventh exercise in the progymnasmata.60 The leading feature of the "race of the Vlachs" is apistia, the lack of faith either in God or in the Emperor. Given that the Strategikon survives in only one manuscript, it is likely that Kekaumenos's ideas about the Vlachs were not known in later centuries. Any similarity between his portrait of the Vlachs and later descriptions may be attributed not to his creation of a stereotype, but to his use of an already existing cliché for his own rhetorical purposes.
Anna Comnena, who finished her Alexiad in 1148, relates that when the Cumans crossed the Danube in 1094, Emperor Alexius Comnenus was informed about their movements by a certain Poudila, who was a chieftain of the Vlachs.61 At the same time, however, the Cumans learned the route through the mountains passes from (other) local Vlachs.62 One is vaguely reminded here of Kekaumenos's idea that the Vlachs are completely unreliable, "scheming by these means to deceive simpler people." In another passage, Anna relates that in March 1091, Emperor Alexius ordered Nicephorus Melissenos to raise an army against the Pechenegs, who had invaded the Balkans. Melissenos recruited soldiers from among Bulgarians, but also those who "live a nomadic life and are called in vernacular Vlachs."63 A little later, the recruits "piled their baggage on ox-wagons, together with all necessary supplies" and went to Emperor Alexius in Chirenoi. As soon as they approached the imperial army, however, the scouts mistook them for a "Scythian" (Pecheneg) situated directly above sheer cliffs" and have "newly built walls marked off at intervals by crowned towers."91 "Mysia" is a country "in the vicinity of the Mount Haimos" (Stara Planina), and as such it has fields, with "crops gathered in heaps," which Isaac II Angelos set on fire in 1186.92 The Vlachs descend the Mount Haimos and fall unexpectedly upon the Roman towns, killing many and carrying away a great number of prisoners and goods.93 They leave the heights on which they move like deer, and gather from the mountains like the sons of Abraham. 94 The comparison of the Vlachs with deer in the high mountains also appears in the travelogue of Benjamin of Tudela, a rabbi who journeyed from his native Navarre all the way to Baghdad and back between 1160 and 1171/2.95 However, the text of the Sefer Masaʿot (Book of Travels) is the result not of Benjamin's travel or personal experiences, but of (at least) two redactions, the earliest of which was done by an editor living in thirteenth-century Spain, who also added a prologue. known as "travel narrative," and consists of a list of entries, each with the following structure: "And from there, there are x (number) of days or y (number) of parasangs to w (place name), which is called z (Jewish name)." To this basic structure, comments are often added concerning the size, social structure, and specific details about the Jewish community in "w," as well as the names of their leaders, where there was a sufficiently large number of Jews to constitute a minyan (a quorum necessary for worship).97 Benjamin crossed Greece from Corfu to Thebes, Halmyros, and Thessaloniki in 1161. One of his stops, at a day's journey from "Rabonica" (Ravennika) was in Sinon Potamo, near present-day Lamia, in Phthiotis. There were about fifty Jews in the town at the time, led by Rabbi Shelomoh and Rabbi Ya'aqov. A digression on the Vlachs follows:
This [place] is at the foot of the mountains [of] Vlachia (blkyh), on which mountains dwell the people called Vlachs (blkzyn), and they are as swift as deer, descending from the mountains to plunder and loot the country of Greece (Javan). And no man can climb up to them to fight, and no king can rule over them, and they do not hold fast to the Christian religion, and they call themselves by Jewish names. And it is said that they were Jews and call the Jews "our brothers," [and that] when they meet them, they steal from them, but do not kill them the way they kill the Greeks, and they do not accept any religion.98
There is a remarkable parallel here to Choniates's comparison between the Vlachs and mountain deer. This, however, is not the only description of mountain people in the Sefer Masaʿot. The Druses of Lebanon are said to be "pagans of a lawless character. They inhabit the mountains and the clefts of the rock; they have no king or ruler, but dwell independent in these high places."99 The Druses are "at war with the men of Sidon," who are of course the Christian Franks.100 No Jews live among the Druses, but some Jewish artisans and dyers travel through their country occasionally for the sake of trade, for the Druses are "favorable to the Jews. They roam over the mountains and hills, and no man can do battle with them."101 No fewer than five elements are common to Vlachs and Druses: they are lawless (i.e., they have no religion); no king rules over either group; they are friendly to the Jews; they are at war with Christians; and "no man can go up and do battle with them." The accounts of Vlachs and Druses are so similar that one may well have served as model for the other. The image of the Vlachs swooping down from the mountains is also similar to that of Jews in the country of Baden, who "are not under the yoke of the Gentiles, but possess cities and castles on the summits of the mountains, from which they make descents" to raid the Christian kingdom of Amatum, or Nubia. "The Jews take spoils and booty (from the Christians) and retreat 98 Could the description of the Vlachs be of an equally late date? In my opinion, the answer must be affirmative for a number of reasons. First, when compared, the position of the description of the Vlachs in the general economy of the segment of Benjamin's travel between Rome and Constantinople is very different from that of the description of the Druses in the segment of his trip between Constantinople and Jerusalem. The latter is spiced with anecdotes and commentaries, which are abundant both before and after the description of the Druses.104 There are no such anecdotes in the segment of the trip between Corfu and Constantinople. In other words, the description of the Vlachs breaks the paramount concern with the presence of Jewish communities in the most unusual way. It is therefore likely that the description of the Vlachs is a later addition to the text, perhaps by one of the editors, who modeled it after the description of the Druses.105 If so, then the date for that description cannot be 1161 (the year in which Benjamin presumably traveled through Greece), but a much later date after 1173 (the year in which Benjamin died). Assuming the first editor of the Sefer Masaʿot, who was also the author of the prologue, worked medieval encounters 22 (2016) in Castile, then the description of the Vlachs must be of a thirteenth-century date, i.e., after the Fourth Crusade and the conquest of Constantinople. 106 It has long been claimed that Benjamin of Tudela is the first source to mention the name of the country in which Vlachs live.107 However, the earliest use of Vlachia for a province of the Empire ("provintia Blachie") is in the gazetteer of provinces open for trade, which is included in the chrysobull that Emperor Alexius III Angelos issued for the Venetians in November 1198.108 The division of the Empire between the crusaders of 1204 and the Venetians employed the provincial names as rendered in Emperor Alexius's chrysobull.109 It is from that division that the chroniclers of the Fourth CrusadeVillehardouin, Henri de Valenciennes, and Robert de Clari-took the idea of a country named Vlachia, although they applied that name to a different "province" of the (formerly Byzantine) Empire. It is likely from that same source that the author of the Sefer Masaʿot learned about Vlachia. Moreover, like the chroniclers of the Fourth Crusade, he transferred to the country of the Vlachs near Sinon Potamo the political and religious features associated with the other Vlachia, much farther to the north. That the Vlachs were as swift as deer when descending from the mountains to plunder and loot "the country of Greece" applies best to the political and military conflict between the Assenids and the emperors of the Angelos dynasty.110 It is, after all, an image that could have just as well been lifted from Choniates's History. If the information concerning the name of the country (Vlachia) originated in Constantinople, then it is equally possible that the image of the Vlachs as descending from the mountains to attack Byzantium also came from the capital of the Empire. Was the information available to the chroniclers of the Fourth Crusade from the same source?
106 Such an assumption is primarily based on the use of the Castilian plural and Castilian equivalents to Hebrew and other names (Jacoby, "Benjamin of Tudela and his 'Book of Travels,'" 143). For example, the Byzantines are called "Grizianos" or "Grigos," in addition to "Javan," the traditional Jewish name for Greece (or Greeks) based on the "table of nations" in Genesis 10. 
The Function and Role of the Vlachs in the Chronicles of the Fourth Crusade
To be sure, there is no description in Villehardouin of deer-like Vlach descending from the mountains. Villehardouin uses "Blasquie et Bougerie," instead of just "Blasquie" in politically important contexts, perhaps because of his participation in the negotiations leading to the partitio Romaniae of 1204, in which the name "Blachia" was reserved for a (formerly Byzantine) province in central Greece. He also mistakes Johannitsa for the son of Isaac II Angelos and the nephew of Alexius III Angelos, but it is impossible to tell where this wrong information may have originated, as there is no parallel to that in any contemporary source. To Villehardouin, the Vlach ruler was a type, whose actions are described and condemned, but who is never given a voice.111 There is in fact no direct speech of Johannitsa, the Vlachs, or the Cumans.112
By contrast, Henri de Valenciennes uses direct speech very often. The majority of the sixty instances of direct speech in his History may be found in the middle of the work, where the Vlachs appear together with their leaders, Boril, and Slav. If Villehardouin identifies Vlachia with its ruler, Johannitsa, to Henri de Valenciennes Boril's name may be used as an adjective for identifying the Vlachs as a whole-"the Boril people" ("la gent Burile").113 The country is called Blaquie if the ruler is Boril and "Blakie la Grant" if, God willing, Emperor Henry is going to defeat Boril and replace him with Slav.114 As both a "haut hom" respected in his country and the "hom" of Emperor Henry, Slav is sufficiently qualified to receive the hand of an imperial princess in marriage, and to rule over "Blakie la Grant," even if he remains "somewhat savage." Henri de Valenciennes's Vlachs are never compared with deer, but instead with birds, either larks scattered at the approach of the sparrow hawks, or "bruhiers" that cannot be tamed for hunting.115 Both comparisons suggest that Henri de Valenciennes had in mind an audience familiar with falconry.116 To own falcons in early thirteenth-century France was a sign of social distinction and birds of prey were sometimes treated as prizes at tournaments.117 By 1200, the image of a falcon swooping to catch its prey has already become a stock comparison for the knight charging against his enemies.118 After that, one way to point out that not every rustic is destined to become a knight is to say that one cannot turn a "bruhier" into a falcon. Ovidiu Cristea has even suggested that the emphasis on Vlachs and Cumans in the History is meant to justify the very existence of the Latin Empire of Constantinople as a bastion against infidels.123 That, ultimately, is why Boril is said to have made himself emperor "against God and reason" and why the Vlachs sound their trumpets before battle, as if trusting their multitude more than God. 124 The crusade may have also been on the mind of Robert de Clari. There is a greater concern with the Saracens in his Conquest of Constantinople than in Villehardouin or Henri de Valenciennes's works. The Saracens appear eight times in the text, more than the Vlachs. The first references to both groups, however, are remarkably symmetrical. Kyrsac (Isaac), one of the three Angelos brothers persecuted by Andronicus I, flees to a country called "Blakie," while another brother goes to Antioch "et fu pris des Sarrasins par une chevauchie."125 Andronicus's biography, on the other hand, is also connected to the Saracens. He has been sent by Emperor Manuel to bring to Constantinople "la reine Teudore de Jherusalem, qui se seurs estoit." But Andronicus raped the queen, and then fled with her to Konya, among the Saracens. 126 This is, of course, a story Robert de Clari invented most likely on the basis of the story of Lucretia being raped by Sextus Tarquinius.127 Later in the narrative, the sultan of Konya, having heard about the deeds of the crusaders at Constantinople on behalf of Alexius, requests their assistance for taking back power from his (the sultan's) brother, who has usurped his land and seigniory of Konya.128 In addition, the sultan promised to convert to Christianity, together with his men, and offered the crusaders plenty of his own wealth. His request was nonetheless rejected on pragmatic grounds, namely that the crusaders "still had to get their reward from the emperor (Alexius IV Angelos), and it would be dangerous to leave Constantinople, as things were then, and they dared not to leave it."129 This episode is remarkably similar to that in which Johannitsa requests recognition of the title of king of his own lands in exchange for becoming a vassal of the crusaders against Constantinople, and offering military assistance in the form of 100 000 men. Like Kaykhusraw, Johannitsa was rebuffed, as the barons needed neither his fealty nor his military assistance. 130 The episode of Johannitsa requesting recognition from the crusaders is in turn remarkably similar to Niketas Choniates's coverage of the same events. According to Choniates, Johannitsa dispatched an embassy of friendship to the crusaders, who nonetheless repulsed and asked him to address them as a servant addresses his masters.131 That the crusaders refused Johannitsa's offers on grounds that he had rebelled "against his Roman lords" suggests that they had chosen to treat him in the same demeaning way in which the Byzantines had previously treated the Vlach rulers. Choniates's version of events is therefore to be preferred to Robert de Clari's. The latter simply put a spin on a story he may have learned from Byzantine informants in Constantinople. 132 Choniates's Johannitsa does not ask for anything, but simply looks for friends or allies. Robert de Clari has him requesting the recognition of his title of king. This detail had to be added in order to link the story to that about Johannitsa obtaining a crown and the title of king from the pope. 133 While the "barons of the army" treated Johannitsa as a usurper, the pope recognized him as king. The arrogance of the crusaders would have long-term consequences, as Johannitsa did not forget the indignity April 8, 1204. It is from such anecdotes and rumors that Robert de Clari learned about the beginning of the Vlach rebellion, as well as the way in which the crusaders had rejected Johannitsa's offer of military assistance. In his Conquest of Constantinople, the former was meant to explain how Vlachia became a major power, and the latter-the disaster at Adrianople. Unlike Villehardouin, Robert de Clari explains that disaster as divine retribution for the arrogance of the barons towards "the poor people of the army" and for the horrible sins committed in Constantinople after its conquest.139 Unlike Henri de Valenciennes, Robert de Clari regards the Vlachs not as enemies of the Church, but as God's instruments for punishing sinners. In and by themselves, the Vlachs have no significance: Robert de Clari mentions them only a few times in his Conquest of Constantinople. But after being chosen by God to inflict upon the crusaders the punishment they deserved, the Vlachs cannot be ignored any more.140 That is why Clari's Johannitsa has none of the negative traits Villehardouin has attributed to him: there is no word either of "trahïson" or of indiscriminate massacres of prisoners. That is also why there is no crusade against the Vlachs. On the contrary, while Henri de Valenciennes's Slav is eager to marry Emperor Henry I's daughter, in Robert de Clari it is the emperor, who after much hesitation (due to the woman's allegedly low origin) is convinced by his barons that it is in his own interest to ask Boril for the hand of his stepdaughter. Henri de Valenciennes's Henry gives his daughter a forewarning about her future husband being "somewhat savage." Robert de Clari's Boril lives in a savage country and may have barbarian features, but sends his stepdaughter to Constantinople with a numerous retinue and an impressive dowry.141
How is the dramatic change to be explained, from the haughty attitude of those who rejected Johannitsa to the rather humiliating position in which Emperor Henry found himself in relation to Boril? The barons explain it all: the Vlachs are now the most powerful and feared people in the empire, if not the world. In relation to Constantinople, the Vlachs have now a position symmetrically opposed to that of the Saracens.142 Byzantine political refugees can go either to Vlachia or to Konya. When the crusaders close on Constantinople, both Vlach and Saracen rulers approach them with requests for help. Both Johannitsa and Kaykhusraw are turned down, but only Johannitsa gets his revenge. While the Vlachs appear increasingly formidable before and after Adrianople, Peter of Bracheux asks for a kingdom for himself, "which was in the land of the Saracens toward Konya, if he should conquer it, and it was given to him, and my lord Pierre went there with all his people, and he conquered this kingdom right well and was lord of it."143 Given the super-hero stature of Peter of Bracheux, it is perhaps no accident that the episode of his meeting with the Vlachs and the Cumans was inserted at a later date into the text of the Conquest of Constantinople before the account of the allocation of the immovable wealth of the empire. The episode in fact operates like the mirror image of Robert de Clari's own (original) account of Peter's conquest of the lands next to the sultanate of Konya.
It may also not be an accident that the theme of that episode is the Trojan legend. During the last quarter of the twelfth century, some learned members of the Byzantine elite began to invoke the Roman origin of the Vlachs, most likely because of the cultural fads of that time, especially the fascination with the history of Republican and early imperial Rome. However, neither Choniates nor the chroniclers of the Fourth Crusade made any reference to the Roman origin of the Vlachs. Their silence is significant, especially when considered against the existing evidence pointing to the spread of that idea beyond the limited circles of the educated elites in Constantinople. Most relevant in this respect is a legal case mentioned in a document from the chancery of John Apokaukos, Bishop of Naupaktos (1199-1233). The document is dated to 1222 and refers to the complaint of one Symeon Sgouropoulos, against a man named Avrilionis Constantine. Constantine is accused of having raped Symeon's youngest daughter, Blasia, and then beaten and seriously injured Symeon himself. His accomplices in the crime were "his people" (meth' homogenous laou), for he is described as a "colonist of the Romans," whom people now call Vlachs (Rōmaiōn apoikos, onoma Konstantinos, Blachous touto to genos o kairos ōnomasen anthropos).144 Despite the sarcastic tone, this is as of Constantinople, the idea that the Vlachs were of Roman origin had a completely different meaning. In the aftermath of Adrianople, such an idea would have empowered the enemy, who, in the meantime, had already obtained recognition, as well as a crown from the pope. Only Robert de Clari mentions the latter event, although both Villehardouin and Henri de Valenciennes must have known about it, since they relate events taking place at the end of 1204. Even Clari brings up the topic only to criticize the arrogance of the "barons of the army," who had rejected Johannitsa's request and offer of military assistance. Although Clari Such parallels suggest that a number of "talking points" about the Vlachs were on the minds and presumably in the daily conversations of many people in Constantinople on the eve of the city's conquest by the crusaders. Choniates's audience in Nicaea may have well recognized many of them, but such issues were still discussed in the city after its conquest, or else Robert de Clari could not have learned about them. To be sure, not all "talking points" about the Vlachs on which Choniates's account is based show up in Robert de Clari' However, that "talking point" is very effectively used in the description of the Vlachs inserted in the Sefer Masaʿot of Benjamin of Tudela. Most likely, its origin is in the same Constantinopolitan milieu from which Choniates drew inspiration. Choniates clearly acknowledges the fact that the Vlachs are fellow Orthodox Christians. One wonders therefore where the author of the description of the Vlachs in Sefer Masaʿot may have learned that the Vlachs did not "hold fast to the Christian religion," but the idea certainly resonates with both the "scene of the possessed" in Niketas Choniates and Emperor Henry's claims in Henry de Valenciennes's History that the Vlachs were enemies of the Church.152 In other words, some of the issues concerning the Vlachs in various texts examined in this paper may be simply the result of distortion of "talking points" originating in Constantinople.
The amplification and reinforcement of those ideas about the Vlachs was subject not only to transmission and repetition, but also to considerable alteration. In Constantinople, both before and after the conquest of the city by the crusaders, things may have looked much like the echo chamber of the modern media. One can only imagine that some Byzantines who remained in the city may have found their opinions about the Vlachs echoed back to them in versions much altered by the interests, worldview, and prejudices of the new masters. To pinpoint a particular stage in the historical construction of the portrait of the Balkan Vlachs is therefore to chase a moving target. examined in this paper may, in many senses, be unsatisfactory: the "talking points" have been rewritten over the course of more than 150 years. As indicators of the broad outlines of the general perception of the Vlachs, they are, however, sufficient. Despite considerable gaps in the record, the picture that emerges is one of an echo chamber in which similar ideas kept recirculating and where there was no interest in who the Vlachs really were. More often than not, the mention of them serves some purpose other than the transmission of information about them, such as to show the decline of the Empire under the Angelos dynasty or to explain the disaster at Adrianople. Their leaders may at times appear in the spotlight with genuine demands-to receive a crown like the kings of old Bulgaria, in Johannitsa's case, or to marry an imperial princess, in the case of Slav. In such cases, the interest soon shifts to matters of greater importance to others-the Roman origin of the Vlachs, in Johannitsa's case, or the fact that Slav was, after all, "somewhat savage." Even Emperor Henry hesitates to ask for the hand of Boril's stepdaughter, for like Slav, she is a woman of low origin from a savage country. But he swallows his pride, takes the advice of his barons, and sends envoys to Boril. He does so because, after Adrianople, the Vlachs had become "le plus fort gent et le plus doutee de l'empire ne de le tere." When history bursts into the echo chamber, it's time to look reality in the eye.
